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New Tech, New Ties: How Mobile Communication Is Reshaping Social
Cohesion. By Rich Ling. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2008. Pp. xv224.
$24.95.
Hans Geser
Universita¨t Zurich
Since their very recent ubiquitous expansion, the new mobile commu-
nication technologies have given rise to a rich research literature that
contrasts sharply with the dearth of studies during the whole antecedent
century of the landline phone. It is a very globalized research effort in
which the leading role of Europe and East Asia in mobile technology is
mirrored and the share of North America is surprisingly small. While it
is still true that cell phones primarily support dyadic microcommunication,
it has become a matter of consensus that they deserve more thorough
sociological interest—for instance, due to their contribution to the emer-
gence of “smart mobs” or in maintaining informal peer and family net-
works. It is this second topic to which the author of New Tech, New Ties,
Rich Ling (a senior researcher at the Norwegian telecommunications com-
pany Telenor and adjunct research assistant at the University of Michi-
gan), has made significant empirical contributions in the last 10 years. By
distancing himself from all lamentations about the decay of community
and the vanishing of “social capital,” Ling tries to show that mobile phones
contribute to social cohesion (at least among family members and friends)
by facilitating microscopic ritualistic exchanges.
In his efforts to anchor these new phenomena in classical theory, Ling
presents an extremely elaborated theoretical framework that encompasses
about 60% of the whole book. After two lengthy introductory chapters
in which he explicates his research questions and methodology in the
wider perspective of current theories of “individualization,” he provides
a very detailed account of Durkheim’s conception of “ritual”—without
making sufficiently explicit that this conception has been designed for
social structures astronomically far from mobile phone networks: densely
knit collectivist communities tied together by “mechanical solidarity” on
the basis of consensual religion and colocal multilateral celebrations. The
“totem” concept seems to be especially misplaced, as Ling has to water
down its definition to “symbolically laden object” in order to apply it to
cell phone sets and related gadgets
The subsequent extensive chapters on Erving Goffman and Randall
Collins are somewhat less far from the point, because these two authors
have widened the scope of the ritual concept to trivial, informal everyday
occurrences (like greetings or excuses). However, because they restrict the
concept to face-to-face encounters, they too have little to say about the
question that obviously should be the central focus of the book: What
happens to rituals in the sphere of translocal digital communication?
Astonishingly, the author remains almost silent on this very crucial point.
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While it is trivial to note that many ritualistic microcommunications can
also be transmitted in cellular networks, there is no reflection on the
limited place of such rituals in the wider field of presumably more crucial
(e.g., instrumental and socioemotional) motives for mobile communica-
tion. And little reflection is dedicated to the deritualizing effects of mobile
phones, which give rise to highly informalized types of oral and verbal
expression that contrast with the ritualistic, formalized modes of verbal
expression that still predominate in mailed letters (or even conventional
landline calls).
The empirical results presented in the following chapters are mainly
based on Goffmanian “observations” obtained by tuning in to mobile
phone conversations held in public places. By delving into most subtle
details of wordings and nonverbal behavior, the author provides valuable
and innovative insights into the complex microsocial dynamics and con-
sequences associated with mobile conversations: for instance, their rather
anomic status as “secondary engagements” or the difficult management
of two simultaneous “frontstages” in cases when conversations talks collide
with copresent interactions.
However, this semiobtrusive procedure of data gathering (where the
observer assumes the hybrid status of a “witness” as an intermediate
position between active interviewer and unrecognized listener) has several
shortcomings that are not explicitly discussed. In particular, the observer
may inadvertently influence the behavior of the phone user, and as the
utterances of the faraway interlocutor are not heard, no definite overall
account of the call (in terms of its purpose, development, and result) can
be given. Throughout, the author tries to persuade the reader that all
these observed calls (including greetings, gossip, jokes, repartee, etc.) pri-
marily serve the purpose of expressing social solidarity and strengthening
group cohesion—irrespective of the subjective intentions of the talkers,
who may just want to gain information, coordinate activities, or receive
emotional support. This Durkheimian “oversocialization” of mobile phone
users is never explicitly reflected and critically discussed, despite the ob-
vious fact that the collectivities whose maintenance is said to be strength-
ened remain in the dark, because only the two interlocutors can be em-
pirically assessed. Evidently, the extremely soft methodology offers no
chance to falsify such emphatic assertions. While we all know that the
cell phone lends itself also to multilateral communication (e.g., sending
text or image messages to several recipients simultaneously), the author
focuses exclusively on bilateral exchanges—thus missing exactly the pre-
dominant point he is so eager to assert during his whole book.
In the concluding chapters, the author relates his arguments and find-
ings to a wider context of similar research studies that converge on the
rather weak conclusion that mobile phones can be tools for reinforcing
strong ties and social cohesion, and that they factually are often used for
such purposes, but mainly among individuals who are already highly
familiar with each other and are frequently meeting face-to-face. Thus,
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phone contacts may merely be a consequence of such relationships, while
their causal contribution to further reinforcement remains in the dark.
Far more rigorous research methods (including controlled variations in
the usage of various communication channels) would be necessary for
clarifying such questions.
As a whole, the book provides ample testimony to the author’s profound
knowledge of sociological ritual theories, on the one hand, and mobile
phone research, on the other. But the marriage between these two strands
has not succeeded. While trying to understand new phenomena in terms
of old concepts is certainly a good starting point for analysis, an undivided
identification with Durkheimian and Goffmanian concepts is evidently
not very helpful for coping with the innovative world of digital
communication.
The Rise of the Meritocracy, 1870–2033. By Michael Young. London:
Thames & Hudson, 1958. Pp. 160. $24.95.
Barbara Celarent*
University of Atlantis
In The Rise of the Meritocracy, a sociologist in 2034 looks back on the
preceding 160 years of education in Great Britain. The book’s fictitious
“future” (from its publication in 1958 onward) imagines the gradual tri-
umph of the IQ-driven education system that had emerged in Great Brit-
ain during the war years. In this future, IQ testing continues throughout
the life course, and work is allocated by strictly “meritocratic” standards—
in fact, by current IQ. The history of this system is chronicled down to
its fall, whose sources the bewildered author is trying to discover. A final
footnote informs us of his death at the hands of rebels.
Published 90 years ago, this book raised all the issues of stratification
by means of its unforgettable fantasy. But the actual history of “meritoc-
racy” betrayed Young’s vision. Scholars ignored the book, but the new
word entered the language overnight. In the process, Young’s sarcastic
“meritocracy” was euphemized into a positive term for rewards to a pu-
tative “merit” of individuals. The optimistic sociology of the later 20th
century believed this meritocracy to be not only possible, but also com-
patible with rigorous egalitarianism. Equal opportunity would lead to
true meritocracy, which would be true egalitarianism, for—this was the
hidden assumption—every person was in effect taken to have a “merit”
proper only to herself.
Such a belief in the equal personal dignity of every human had long
been a staple of universal religions. And it was distantly related to
* This unusual review arrived at AJS by snail mail, with a date stamp of 2048 in the
postmark. I found it interesting and so decided to share it with AJS readers.—Ed.
